Social media platforms like Facebook are designed to facilitate online communication and networking, primarily around content posted by users. As such, these technologies are being considered as potential enhancements to traditional learning environments. However, various barriers to effective use may arise. Our research investigated the effectiveness of a students-as-partners near-peer moderation project, arising from collaboration between instructors and senior students, as a vehicle for enhancing student interaction in a Facebook group associated with a large introductory science course. The quantity and quality of sample posts and comments from Facebook groups from three successive academic years were evaluated using a rubric that considered characteristics such as civility, content accuracy, critical thinking and psychological support. Two of these groups were moderated by near-peer students while the third group was not moderated. We found improved course discussion associated with moderated groups in addition to benefits to moderators and the faculty partner. This suggests that near-peer moderation programs working in collaboration with faculty may increase student engagement in social media platforms.
Jay, M., Lim, M., Hossein, K., White, T., Naqvi, S., . "Best of both worlds": A students-as-partners near-peer moderation program improves student engagement in a course facebook group. International Journal for Students as Partners, 3(1) . https://doi.org//10.15173/ijsap.v3i1.3693 171 interdependence, mutual respect, and shared commitment to enriching the educational experience for students and faculty alike (Healey, Flint & Harrington, 2014; Weller, Domarkaite, Lam, Lam, & Metta, 2013) . One specific example of initiatives that lend themselves quite naturally to a students-as-partners approach is peer-assisted learning programs (Rivers et al., 2017; O'Shea, Bennett, & Delahunty, 2017) .
In the context of our project, students initially contributed as co-designers and principal implementers of academic support programming. They then collaborated as co-researchers and co-authors on this investigation of program effectiveness. Our guiding research question was: Did our near-peer support initiative, called the Biology Mentor Program, improve the quality of student interaction in a course-associated Facebook group? We hypothesized that it did.
METHODS

Context
We conducted this study over three academic years (2013, 2014, and 2015) at Western University, a relatively large, research-intensive Canadian medical/doctoral institution. The specific academic setting was a course in the fall term followed by a companion course in the winter term in first-year evolutionary biology. The same cohort took both courses in a given academic year. These courses are part of a Bachelor of Medical Sciences program in which the required secondary school admission average was among the highest in the country relative to comparable programs. Most students in these courses identified primary healthcare as their main career goal. Average enrollment over the three years of the study was 1250 students, with roughly 60% identifying as female. Each week of the courses consisted of two 50-minute face-to-face lectures in an 800-seat lecture theatre, as well as one 180-minute laboratory session with a maximum of 40 students. The three faculty partners who instructed the courses, two male and one female, held weekly drop-in office hours for two hours each. A comprehensive course website, maintained on the university learning management system (LMS), provided access to announcements, course policies, lecture slides, etextbook readings, archived lecture recordings, assignments, and several discussion forums moderated by instructors. One such discussion forum permitted students' posts to appear anonymous to peers but still identifiable to instructors.
Facebook group moderation
The Biology Mentor Program (BMP) was founded in 2014 when a small group of senior undergraduate biology students approached the course instructor (Tom, also the corresponding author) to discuss how they might offer discipline-specific support to first-year biology students. The BMP was then co-designed as an informal, emergent students-as-partners project.
Our design team was aware that unofficial Facebook groups for our courses had often been created by individual students in the past. We thought that creation of more official, monitored, and moderated Facebook groups would improve the student experience. To get the program initiated, the course instructor recruited a cohort of 12-20 discipline-specific academic mentors and trained them to support a diverse student body in online environments. Mentors were near-peers in that they had taken the course within the previous two years. Although the BMP did eventually offer face-to-Jay, M., Lim, M., Hossein, K., White, T., Naqvi, S., . "Best of both worlds": A students-as-partners near-peer moderation program improves student engagement in a course facebook group. Mentors were introduced to the class in the first lecture. They showcased the Facebook group as an optional, student-facilitated educational resource and invited students to join immediately. Mentor-moderators then encouraged online participation, posted course-related tips and recommendations, and modelled norms for group communication. They monitored posts and related comments for content inaccuracies, incivility, and academic dishonesty. Mentors alerted instructors to any significant problems with understanding that surfaced in the group. Such issues were then addressed in lecture with direct reference to the Facebook group. In a reciprocal way, instructors alerted mentors to any important revisions of lecture material or other course announcements. Mentors thus acted as trustworthy, arms-length liaisons between the class and the instructors.
A small group of these mentors, in collaboration with faculty partners, conducted all aspects of the program evaluation research that this article describes, from initial design to ethics approval to analysis to preparation of this manuscript.
Data collection and analysis
We studied Facebook groups from three academic years. The Facebook group for the 2013 cohort was created by an unidentified student and unmoderated. Facebook groups for the two subsequent cohorts, for academic years 2014 and 2015, were created and moderated by the BMP as described above. We retrieved all posts and comments from all three groups using the Grytics software from Grytics.com. The total numbers of combined posts and comments to discussion forums on the course LMS were reported by built-in system analytics.
Students were given the option of opting out of this study through email contact with the BMP research team. All Facebook posts from students who did not choose to opt out were numbered, and a random number generator was used to select which posts, and their associated comments, would be analyzed. In total, 928, 922, and 938 Facebook posts and comments were randomly selected for analysis from the 2013, 2014, and 2015 cohorts, respectively. The quality of posts and comments was assessed on a scale from -1 to 3 according to the rubric outlined in Table 1 . Two raters from BMP independently scored the same 83 randomly selected posts with their 357 associated comments. Because strong agreement between raters was observed (Κ = 0.74), all subsequent posts and comments were analyzed by one evaluator or the other (McHugh, 2012) .
We performed Student's t-tests to determine whether the scores of the posts and comments from the moderated groups were significantly different from that of the unmoderated group. Figure 1 shows that, although the instructors, course content, and overall course structure remained essentially the same over the three academic years we examined, Facebook activity increased each year. Conversely, overall participation on the LMS course discussion forums fell by nearly half over the same period. In all years, the number of posts to Facebook per 100 students was at least tenfold higher than that on the respective LMS discussion boards. The quality of posts in the 2015 moderated Facebook group was higher relative to the unmoderated group (see Figure 2) . Moreover, the quality of comments was higher in both 2014 and 2015 moderated groups relative to the unmoderated group. All of these increases were statistically significant. 
DISCUSSION
Previous studies have examined the relationship between course instructors' involvement in Facebook groups and students' learning (DiVall & Kirwin, 2012; Schroeder & Greenbowe, 2009 ). Our study was unique for two reasons. First, the moderation in our study was performed by near-peer student mentors, as opposed to course instructors or teaching assistants. Second, while the aforementioned studies did not compare the quality of the posts with and without moderation, we employed a rubric to assess the effect of moderation on the quality of students' interaction. 
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Our results demonstrate a clear trend of increasing quantity and quality of activity from unmoderated to moderated Facebook groups. These data support our hypothesis that our near-peer Biology Mentorship Program promotes higher quality student interaction in a course-related Facebook group.
The increasing trend in the average number of posts and comments per student from unmoderated to moderated Facebook groups likely has several underlying drivers. Perhaps most importantly, near-peer moderators actively encouraged students to enroll in the group and share their thoughts. The initial invitation to join the group came live from mentors during the first class, clearly demonstrating that the program was sanctioned by instructors who were working in collaboration with mentors to improve the student experience.
Peer mentoring has been shown to discourage online harassment (Slonje, Smith, & Frisén, 2013) . Near-peer moderated groups may well have shown higher participation because of the safer space for discussion created through modelling of supportive online interaction, as well as active suppression of harassment and incivility. Furthermore, if the mentors were uncertain about an answer to a question, they consulted the faculty partner and then shared the answer with the students. This way, students uncomfortable with directly communicating with the professors could instead ask questions in a less intimidating environment, while still feeling confident that they would receive reliable answers.
The improvement in quality of online interaction in moderated groups likely has several contributing factors. The use of role models, defined by Côté and Leclère as "individuals admired for their ways of being and acting as professionals" (2000, p.718), has been described as a powerful teaching strategy (Cruess, Cruess, & Steiner, 2008) . The mentors in the Facebook group were trained to participate in a professional and helpful manner, setting an example of such behaviours to first year students. As such, it is possible that first-year students strove to model their posts and behaviours on that of the upper-year mentors, contributing to the higher quality discussions taking place in the moderated groups. The mentors also generally promoted academic integrity among the class and specifically prevented any inappropriate dissemination of assessment answers, etc. within the group.
The increasing quality of posts and comments between the first and second years of the moderated trials may be attributed to refinements in the mentorship program. Drawing on their experiences with the first moderated group, the student and faculty partners recruited more mentors to assist with moderating the group in the second year. In addition, the program created a weekly schedule for the mentors to ensure that the group was always moderated, and that questions were not left unanswered or incorrectly answered. Mentors also began hosting weekly workshops and office hours in an effort to build face-to-face relationships with the students.
Similar to the study by Schroeder and Greenbowe (2009) , our study involved a course that provided both a Facebook group and a discussion forum on the official course LMS. In our study, the biology mentors clearly explained to the students the differences between the discussions that should be posted on each platform. Having access to both platforms allowed those students who chose not to use Facebook to still get their questions answered and discuss the course content with their peers. Furthermore, the official course LMS allowed for direct communication between 177 students and course instructors. Our study as well as Schroeder and Greenbowe's revealed much higher participation in the Facebook group relative to the official course LMS. The main reasons for this are likely familiarity, convenience, and efficiency (Schroeder & Greenbowe, 2009) .
We assume that most students in our study came to their postsecondary classes with Facebook already integrated into their daily lives. Based on the personal experiences of the student authors as modern undergraduates, many students typically access Facebook several times daily and have configured settings to automatically alert them to new posts. As a result, participation in the Facebook group can be a rather seamless extension of their personal use of this social media platform. Although the LMS provides direct access to instructors, it is much less familiar, much less engaging in design, much less conveniently integrated into students' online experience, and much more exposed to instructor scrutiny. Once students realize early in the term that there is relatively little traffic on the LMS, this may create a self-reinforcing system in which fewer and fewer students bother to monitor and post to the LMS, despite encouragement from instructors and the option to post anonymously to peers.
Our mentor-moderation model may present the "best of both worlds" approach to course Facebook groups. That is, mentor-moderated groups may foster increased student engagement by providing timely, civil, reliable support to students without the privacy or self-presentation concerns concomitant with direct oversight by their instructors.
In general, we appreciate that our project placed Facebook in a "grey area" of informal, extracurricular educational resources that, while recommended by instructors, are otherwise outside of the direct control of the institution. Student participation on Facebook was not officially regulated nor protected by our institutional policies related to data hosting and security, student codes of conduct, etc. Such concerns may have led some students to avoid the Facebook option.
If we move our focus off the Biology Mentorship Program per se and look instead at the experience of the faculty and student partners, we find additional benefits of this program in areas such as deepening content knowledge, enhancing transferable skills, and opening new avenues of research and practice. The following brief reflections from faculty and student authors underscore these points:
The teamwork and collaboration skills I developed from creating workshops and working on this research project have served me well in my responsibilities as a medical student. These are skills (admin, organizing interviews, selecting applicants) that aren't necessarily taught to students directly. (Kevin, sixth author) Having learned the value of mentorship, I continued to both seek mentorship from senior students and provide mentorship support to junior students. (Mohammad, first author)
The task of mentoring students on topics that I had not engaged with in depth for some time required me to revisit my old notes and reinforce concepts that I may have otherwise forgotten. Working with BMP transformed the content of first-year biology Participating in a students-as-partners project has immersed me in the behind-thescenes of research that are often overlooked. This experience has granted me skills in data organization, statistical analyses, manuscript preparation, and time management. I've carried these skills with me into my Masters, making my transition from undergrad to Masters a smooth one! (Michelle, second author)
The BMP was a kind of gateway project for me as a faculty partner. The ease and success of working with enthusiastic and capable students in BMP was one of the motivators for me to create infrastructure supporting diverse students-as-partners projects across the Faculty of Science. (Tom, last author)
In summary, a students-as-partners near-peer mentor program was associated with increased quantity and quality of student course discussion in instructorsanctioned, moderated Facebook groups relative to unofficial, unmoderated groups, as well as a variety of benefits to the student mentors and faculty partner. We expect that students in other large courses would benefit from comparably supportive discussions in moderated course-specific Facebook groups. Future studies are needed to assess the role of peer moderation in other disciplines or course structures. Furthermore, the relationship between students' grades and their activity in the Facebook group could be investigated. As suggested by Legaree (2015) , perhaps mentor-moderation influences students' use of this particular social media technology toward ways that improve their academic performance.
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